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ROAR: Roger Orr, American Master is a work of fiction. Roger Orr is a chimera. My intent was to create a subterfuge—a dream—whose scaffolding is the traditional form of an oral history. I hope that by the end of the novel the scaffolding will fall away.




EDITOR’S NOTE


In the end, it was thought that an oral history—a kaleidoscope of voices, both famous and obscure—was best suited to convey the life of one of the most celebrated, complex, controversial artists of our time. For a more orthodox presentation of the life and works of Roger Orr, the handful of extant biographies and documentaries will serve the reader well.


No doubt there will be many more.


I met Roar in the early Seventies, in my twenties. For the next four and a half decades our lives intersected personally and sometimes professionally. I can’t remember exactly when I proposed a biography; I must have been kidding (or drunk) because the idea of myself, a novelist, embarking on a nonfictional history of a human being was outlandish. Yet the ambitious prospect of it did make me swoon. Roar himself proposed I interview friends and family—and critics too—instead. That sealed it for me, for in my mind, I would simply take dictation; I could lazily have my cake and read it too. There was no deadline, no contract, no pressure. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of urgency because there were a thousand people I needed to contact—many of them, as Roar described, “with a foot in the grave. They may as well put the other one in their mouth.”


I arrived at a hundred doorsteps armed with an elegantly handwritten letter: “I, Roger Orr, do hereby grant you sanction to speak with the gentle soul named Bruce Wagner. (Please insist he show identification.) Torah! Torah! Torah!” I wouldn’t understand the “Torah” reference for years to come.


Some of those whom I interviewed passed away years before I met Roar; some died while I was literally en route to their homes; two expired mid-interview. In many instances, when I felt it important for the voices of the departed to speak from the grave, the medium of archival material has been employed. Through the years, when respondents rudely expired before publication, Roar enjoyed saying, “Another one bites the dustjacket.”


I thank all of the living and dead who contributed to this book.


But my heart and my gratitude begin and end with Roger Orr. It’s a cliché to say the worst clichés are true but here it is: we will never see the likes of him again.


No doubt he’d add, “You should thank God every day for that, bubbeluh.”




Here are two friends, at the end of one life.
—headstone of Jan Morris and her wife




FIRST LOOK


VINCE GILLIGAN (showrunner) He was more than once-in-a-generation, he was that thousand-year storm.


GWYNETH PALTROW (actress, entrepreneur) You couldn’t have invented him: a film and theater director of genius, an Academy Award-winning actor, a legendary stand-up, and celebrated songwriter, playwright, novelist, sculptor, and dermatologist.


A dermatologist! Most people don’t know that.


JOHN LAHR (writer) In terms of multiplicity, one thinks of Chaplin, whom of course Roar knew. He knew everyone on earth. But Chaplin never wrote a novel, and if he did, one doubts it would be the masterwork of The Jungle Book. And Chaplin certainly wasn’t a dermatologist.


CHARLIE CHAPLIN (actor, filmmaker)1 We met in 1971. A puzzle piece, but the most adorably charming one I’d ever met. He laughed when I started calling him “the Enigma Variations”—after Elgar—but it was true.


STEVE ALLEN (comedian, entertainer) He used to say he was a riddle wrapped in an enigma. But he’d always add, “a Nelson riddle.”


JASPER JOHNS (artist) Easy to know—yet hard. Erudite, with a virginal, rapacious intelligence. One of the rare souls one feels instantly comfortable with. At first blush, you had the sense of having known him forever. You knew nothing about him, of course, nor ever would.


DENZEL WASHINGTON (actor) A white man raised in great privilege who learns in midlife that his biological mother was Black—and his biological father a violent racist. He’d say, “It don’t get any better than that, Denz.”


MERYL STREEP (actress) I have a photo on the piano of him with Sinatra, Streisand, and Muhammad Ali—but your eyes go only to Roar. The rest are just staring at him, wanting his love and attention. And laughing, you know, glamorous big-laughing, larger than life, like that famous photo of Gable, Cooper and Stewart at Romanoff’s. I don’t know where they were, what party or event, but everyone was in a tux, even Barbra. Roar’s looking straight at the camera with that sly little trademark smile but you have the sense he’s alone. That sadness . . . oh! I get tears.


DICK GREGORY (comedian)2 We used to gig together. At the hungry i . . . and in Reno. This was a long time before Roar knew where he came from. Before Bird and all that jazz. The boy was white as a sheet of paper! We were friendly competitors—you know, always telling each other our shit wasn’t funny. He’d hear me do my act on a good night and just shake his head. Click his tongue and look real, real sad. “Only connect,” he’d say. “Only connect, Sandman.” He called me Sandman ’cause he said my act put people to sleep! We fucked with each other like that. He called me Sandman so I started calling him Sad Man ’cause he had that thing in his eyes. The cat was wounded. You’re born with that look. Can’t be taught.


WOODY ALLEN (actor, filmmaker) He was the inspiration for Zelig but in reverse—he was Zelig in the center, not the fringe. Everyone else, regardless of their fame, was reduced to being Zelig just by standing next to him.


TREVOR NOAH (comedian) He and Dick Gregory were close but the one nearest to his heart was Richard Pryor. They were born in the same year, 1940. Pryor was raised in a bordello, a far cry from “Parnassus,” the palace in Pacific Heights where Roar was brought up.


DICK GREGORY I was writing my memoirs and he said, “I got a title for you, Sandman: Black Out.” Damn good. But I was a little ambivalent. ’Cause I didn’t want black to be out, I wanted it to be in. “White Out”? Ha! The main thing was, I needed to make the name of the book my own. A few months later, I told him, “Gonna call it Nigger.” His face got all kinda deformed and I thought Oh shit, the motherfucker hates it! Which would have hurt, feel me? ’Cause I respected the fuck out of that man. I got all tense. Then he smiles—remember that smile he had? Big as the sun—and gives me a hug. “Sandman? That’s genius. And that’s why I’ll never be you. I’ll never have those big balls.” He had mad balls, was born with ’em, but was generous to a fault. But it was important to me that he liked it—loved it—because I was still waking up at three a.m. and saying, “Do I really want to call my book that?” I was worried it was too forced-outrageous. Sensational, exhibitionistic, whatever. After he said the title was great, I still had doubts. Called him one morning for a little reassurance, and he said he’d kill me if I backed down.


That’s the gift he gave everyone: the truth. The truth, and an unconditional generosity of heart and spirit. And he was always right, except when it came to himself.


But even when he was wrong about that, he was right.


MARVIN WORTH (producer) [Pryor] was his first choice for Coloring Book, Roar’s version of the Sirk movie, Imitation of Life. He was always going back to that theme. The movie never got made and that’s one of the regrets of my life. Did you know Pryor was arrested in Germany when he was in the Army? In the late Fifties. Richard was watching Imitation of Life and there was a white soldier in the audience, some piece of shit who thought it was funnier than a Road Runner cartoon. He shouted at the screen, you know, mocking the Susan Kohner character—the girl who was “passing”—and generally laughing his cracker ass off. Richard and a bunch of black soldiers beat the shit out of him. Pryor did time for that, two years in the stockade.


So much for joining the Army and seeing the world.


GOLDIE HAWN (actress) We had a house in Point Dume, not far from the place Roar had at the Cove. We threw a little dinner party for him. I was giving him a tour of the house. We were in the bedroom and he said something so insanely funny, I wouldn’t dare try to tell you what it was. Then he did a dancer’s pivot and vanished into the hall. A master of timing, a master of the exit. I laughed so hard I shat myself and blacked out.


ERIC IDLE (author, comedian) He was legendary for being able to do that. He’d drop a bomb and leave, then people would shit or piss themselves and fall unconscious. It’s where we got the idea for the Python sketch, “The Funniest Joke In the World.” The joke that literally kills.


MARIANNE WILLIAMSON (author, activist) I really do think he was a bodhisattva. Late in life, he got recognized as a tulku—a reincarnated master. So was Steven Seagal, because of the donations he made to a monastery. When I told Roar that, he said, “Why, of all the nirvana!”


EDDIE IZZARD (actor, activist) I don’t know if it’s apocryphal but he was in the UK because he was made a KBE, which is quite rare for an American. He spent time alone with the Queen and she roared with laughter—how aptly named he was! Servant scuttlebutt was that a neat rivulet of stool dribbled down her leg but I don’t believe it.


Still, that was the effect he had “on cabbages and kings.”


ELON MUSK (inventor, entrepreneur) People think it was my kids who were responsible for the Tesla fart app. Nope: it was courtesy of Mr. Roger Orr. He said he wanted to be the Dylan, the Kanye, the Sondheim of electric farts. True to his word, the man got involved. He didn’t come up with “Short Shorts Ripper”—but “Gentle Roar” was all his.


AMY SCHUMER (comedian) He was the greatest stand-up, ever—Pryor himself said that. Chappelle’s obsessed with those early performances. We all are. And that he did them when he was a kid was just . . . impossible. Patti Smith said he was the Rimbaud of comedy, but I thought she was talking about Stallone. . . . Those LPs he did had amazingly surreal moments—totally worthy of Perelman. I heard that Spike Milligan lifted some of the bits for The Goon Show but don’t know if that’s true . . . classic vaudeville and hyper-cerebral too. They’re all on YouTube. I don’t know a comic who hasn’t studied them like the Dead Sea scrolls. Scroll down!


HOWIE MANDEL (comedian) He did one of those famous cold calls. I don’t know how he got my number but hey, it’s Roger Orr, he’s got everyone’s number. Right? I thought it was a prank because I talked about him all the time in interviews. He said he wanted to be a judge on AGT [America’s Got Talent]. I burst out laughing and said, “Okay now, seriously—who is this?”


RUPAUL (drag queen, television personality) Growing up, he felt he was a girl trapped in a boy’s body. We talked and talked about that. He came to embody so many things about this contradictory age. That’s always the way it is with visionaries. They don’t come along too often. God gives you a tiny allotment then says, “Th-th-th-that’s all, folks.”


CAITLYN JENNER (activist) He said I was the bravest person he ever met. But without Roar I’d never have had the courage. So, he was being kind. The most fearless soul I’d ever met.


JAN MORRIS (writer) He wanted to do an opera about my life. I loved him but that was something I simply wasn’t interested in. He wrote Swan Song instead. I was the oyster who made that pearl—it makes me smile. Naturally, it’s entered the canon, like everything Roar did.


KATY PERRY (singer) He wrote an opera about a hermaphrodite, a word that’s fallen into disrepute because it’s considered . . . whatever. I have a lot of trans friends who love that word. But the opera was about him. He called it “my schoolboy Madame Butterfly.”


STEVEN SONDHEIM (composer, lyricist) Swan Song was far better than Puccini. Much closer to Mozart than Puccini.


CAITLYN JENNER We talked about everything, including the Pronoun People. Roar’d say, “I don’t mind being called ‘they’ but when I got implants, my tits thought they were being spoken about in third person. They said, ‘How rude!’”


DR. TERRY DUBROW (plastic surgeon, television personality) I was at a party with Brooke Shields, and somehow Roar’s name came up. I was such a fan. Well, of course she knew him and said, “He loves your show.” I was, like, “Huh?” Roger Orr was a fan of Botched! I’d read his book in med school—Orr’s Textbook of Dermatology. So I reached out to ask if he’d do a guest consult on Botched for a patient with vitiligo and rheumatoid arthritis. We do something like that now and then. I was instantly embarrassed—the note was fawning—and worried I’d get an angry call from Brooke, saying, “You idiot. Why did you do that? What were you thinking!”


Months later I got a response. A lovely thank-you, ending with “Sorry—no skin in that game anymore.” It’s framed and on my desk.


GWYNETH PALTROW He was a friend of Dad’s. I was probably about seven years old when he came to the house for dinner. My mom loves scented candles, and they were burning all over the place whenever we had guests. He came back from the bathroom, sniffed the air and smiled. Mom said, “Vanilla rose.” And he very dramatically, you know, very arch, stared into space, and mused. “No. It smells like . . . my vagina.” This was a long time before he had the surgery! My parents fell on the floor. I’m so glad he lived long enough to see the Goop candle—my homage. He asked if he’d be paid a royalty—kind of half-joking?—and I said something stupid like, “Oh c’mon, Roar, you already are royalty.”


He held the candle in his hands, smiled and said, “Gwynnie? Stop making scents.”


KEITH RICHARDS (musician) His chemical intake was . . . Promethean. Drank like Dylan Thomas and drugged like Neal Cassady. Good songwriter too; great songwriter. Very Jacques Brel. Wrote a lotta crap for his movies—“soundtrack songs” I call ’em—but did some amazing ballads that were never recorded. Mystical love songs on par with Leonard Cohen, like “Heaven Can’t Wait.” That’s one I wish I’d done.


FRANCIS BACON (artist)3 He showed me some sculptures. He called them “doodies,” sardonic doodles, throwaways. The call of doodie was how he referred to the moment inspiration came. I thought they were as good as anything Giacometti had done.


TOM STOPPARD (playwright) A consummate alchemist. Paul Allen rented an entire cruise ship and had it completely redone for a weekend party he threw in Saint Petersburg. (Yes, a weekend party.) I was at a dinner table with Roar, Carrie Fisher, Terry Gilliam, James Watson, Martha Stewart, and Deepak Chopra. I don’t remember a thing anyone said—except for Roar telling me he loved Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and “You should really write something about Shakespeare in love.”


He had a way of planting seeds.


FRANCIS BACON4 He enjoyed dressing like a girl when we went out. He was beautiful. I was quite in love. This was a bit before he became “Roar,” Renaissance Genius of the World. He was still Rodge, soaking up theater in London and whatever spilled anywhere near. He was rough in bed. I liked it cruel though that’s not what he was about. But he could play cruel. A chameleon, with a cock fatter than Lucien [Freud]’s. With Rodge, you never knew exactly who you were fucking. Wasn’t that the thrill.


VINCE GILLIGAN I met him during The X-Files. A party at Matt Groening’s. Seductive and compulsively gregarious but that winning smile saw right through you. I was expecting him to be “on,” you know, to be Roger Orr. “Entertain me.” That sounds kind of sleazy but it was true—I was in awe. Everyone was. He told some very funny stories then did the laser eye thing. “So, Young Invincible Gilligan, what are you going to do next that isn’t yours?” No affect at all—like asking if I had travel plans for the holidays. That’s why it was so deadly. He added, “What’s your next idea for the Man?” He wasn’t talking about Chris [Carter]. . . . “The Man”—a very Sixties thing to say, but I got it. I was so shaken that I left the party.


I blasted the radio in the car and by the time I got home, Breaking Bad was mapped out in my head, from pilot to final episode.


STEVEN SPIELBERG (director) As if his other talents weren’t enough—if you can politely call them “talents”—he made six films in the top twenty or thirty of the best ever made. I don’t think that’s even arguable. He was like Kubrick in terms of his effortless exploration of genres: comedy, noir, sexual tragedy, war. But Kubrick with a heart. Stanley was cold; Roar was hot.


QUENTIN TARANTINO (director) We met in 1990, before Reservoir. I was working at the video store. People came in wondering what to watch, and I pushed his movies on customers like dope. I was his dealer and his pimp! Then one day the man himself comes in and asks for all the John Fords. The studio would have screened them but he wanted laser discs. . . . I was a pretty big poster collector and gave him one of my own—the Tippi Hedren movie, Roar. He loved that. We became friends and I couldn’t believe it. I showed him the rough cuts of all my films. His was the only opinion that mattered.


MERYL STREEP The day he died—well, the first thing I thought, the first thing anyone thought when you heard something like that was of course COVID. This was before the vaccine, when the other shoe kept dropping. Most people survived but I had friends, and friends of friends—mostly their parents—who didn’t. People with comorbidities, which Roar certainly had. All the heart stuff, all the abuse he’d done to his body. You white-knuckled it whenever there was a surge, and there was always a surge. He was just about eighty and of course vulnerable. I was in complete denial about that because he was one of those people you think will never die. The life force was so damn strong, he was like some kid. My head started racing and I went to was it suicide? Because as much as he was surrounded by light—blinding light!—there was so much darkness. He tried it once before, the suicide thing, maybe more than once . . . but I hated the possibility—taking his own life—so I started thinking, Was he sick? Was it cancer and no one knew? Some of that was selfish because if I knew, I would have gone to see him one last time. I thought, who can I call to find out what happened? I was frantic. There were a lot of people I could call, starting with Laughlin, Leslie, and Ali Berk. We hadn’t spoken since our last film together. . . . I was going to give him the Twain Prize but he canceled, so something was up. Did I talk to him right after that? After he canceled? I must have. I would have had to. Why can’t I remember? I’d given him so many awards! The Special Award from the Academy . . . he’d already gotten the Presidential Medal of Honor, the Kennedy Center Honors, the National Book Award, the Grammy Lifetime Achievement. My God, he was an EGOT! He called that one the “EGO.” Roar hated awards but loved them too. That’s him in a nutshell.


I remember what he said when he took the stage for something or other—oh, he loved “taking the stage.” No matter how depressed he was, it breathed life into him. Loved walking into a party and knowing all heads were just ratcheting toward him. You could hear people’s neck bones! I remember one time before he left the stage clutching whatever glass and gold hardware they’d given him, he told the audience, “See you next year in the memorial montage.”


Big laugh, but not too far off.


AMANDA GORMAN (poet) I knew the twins from school. Ava and Emma, Roar’s godkids. My mom’s a teacher. She has eclectic taste but loves watching old films. One time I was about fourteen and heard her crazy-laugh. I walked into the room and she was watching Tyler Perry in her favorite Roar flick, Hallelujah Boogie. I mean, Tyler wasn’t even twenty years old . . . I wasn’t a big fan of Madea, but I’ve changed my tune now. Oh, I was haughty when I was younger! But I knew enough to be impressed because by then Tyler Perry was a huge star and directed movies and built his own studio. Not easy for a Black man, not easy for anyone, not then and not now. But Boogie was before all that, way before. I started watching and got sucked in ’cause Tyler was funny. I tried not to laugh. Turned my little nose up and said, “Well, he did a good job directing.” That’s all I’d give her! I thought he was born directing, you know, came out of the box that way. She said, “Tyler didn’t direct this! He was a baby. Roger Orr did—‘Roar!’” I knew Roar through the twins but for some reason it didn’t really register. A day later I heard her laughing again and walked in—but it wasn’t laughter, she was just bawling her eyes out watching Denzel in Grace War. Three minutes later, I’m crying just like Mama. And, of course, Roar directed that. I remember thinking, How do you go from Hallelujah to Grace War? How do you even do that? How does a person hold so many different things in their hands? That was my aspiration. He’s what got me thinking that way. There are no limits. The only limits are those we put on ourselves.


KANYE WEST (musician, entrepreneur) I ran into him at the Mercer. I never called him Roar, never called him Roger. Just “Mr. Rogers.” He called me Constantinople but with a K-A-N. Whenever I saw him. I’d say, “Mr. Rogers! Is it a beautiful day in the neighborhood?” “Kanstaninople? It’s a shit day.” I’d sing back, “Would you be mine? Could you be mine?” He always sang back, “Yes, I’ll be Jim Nabors.” [laughs] He knew I was interested in fashion but hadn’t found a way in. That day outside the hotel, he said, “The secret’s right under your nose.” Then he got into the back of the limo, rolled down the window, and winked.


“The sneakers right under your nose,” and the car pulled away.


I went to my room at the hotel and sketched out the first Yeezys.


TYLER PERRY (actor, director, producer) I called him once for advice. There’s no better consigliere than Roger Orr. I was developing Diary of A Mad Black Woman with one of the studios. Hell, this is almost twenty years after Roar gave me my first job—in Hallelujah Boogie. I said I was in a bit of a tussle about directing Diary myself; they were giving me push-back. And there were some other things like script notes that I was beginning to compromise on. I downplayed it and told him I’d power through. You know, that I was strong but would win in the end. How all in all, they’d been pretty good allies—that kind of bullshit. Roar said, “In the end, I think it’s good to have a nice little house on the plantation.” That night, I decided I was going to raise the budget money myself—and build a movie studio of my own. . . . There’s that story about Steve Jobs wanting to poach the president of Pepsi. Jobs said to the guy, “Do you want to sell sugar water for the rest of your life? Or do you want to come with me and change the world?”


For me, Roar was my Steve Jobs. And with all he’d been through? He was Job too. Steve Job.


SCOTT DISICK (reality show personality) He was a big fan of pop culture, believe it or not. We first met in Vegas when I was having a tough time. I sobered up long enough to have a drink with him. He’d say, “You need to beam yourself up, Scottie.” I thought he was making a Jim Beam joke but he was talking about rehab. I knew who he was and couldn’t believe he was even interested. He said, “Are you going to be a toy poodle on that ladies’ show forever? [Keeping Up With the Kardashians] Is that the major plan? Are you going to jump into bed with one amazing, anorexic eighteen-year-old after another? Forever?”


That night, I decided that was exactly what I wanted to do.


Forever.


LAUGHLIN ORR (sister) He was just a baby when our family took him in. I was already seven years old. When I asked where he came from, my mother said, “He’s a gift from God.” I didn’t believe her. Now I do.


STEVEN SPIELBERG He was the one who planted the seed for E.T. All of his films are about aliens—“the other.” Especially Gift from God. You know, the little boy who thinks he’s an alien and goes searching for his father. Every Roger Orr movie is a false flag metaphor for that.


MEGHAN MARKLE (activist) The other day, Archie was watching Gift from God—just glued to the set, totally focused. Harry told me his mum loved it too and I couldn’t believe it! I said, “Archie, are you watching Grammy’s favorite movie? Is that what you’re doing? Watching Grammy’s favorite?” He didn’t turn to look at me at all.


MICHELLE OBAMA (author) Roar saw all sides of a story. That’s what made him a great director, a great storyteller. He was developing something for Barack and me when he died. An adaptation of a book of Toni Morrison’s for Netflix.


He had such compassion. Apparently, his biological father was a very charming man. They met in prison. He was in jail for murder. He raped Roar’s mother and killed a bunch of Black folk—white people too. But Roar got along with everyone, even unapologetic racists. Folks would ask, “How can you even speak to Nazi sympathizers?” He’d smile and say, “Easy. I get that from Dad; he had the gift of gab.” Always funny but with a dark, dark edge.


WOODY HARRELSON (actor) We bonded over our fathers being in prison together. That’s a true story. Only for a few days—a prison in Georgia.


Roar would do both their voices and it was Lenny Bruce meets Richard Pryor. Chappelle and I were at the Paradise Cove house and he did twenty minutes. The routine was like one of those comets you’ll never see again in your lifetime. Dave went insane. Out of his mind. Dave laughs a lot but I never saw him go that hard.


DOLLY PARTON (singer-songwriter) We met at the Grammys in 1972. He’d written “Try A Little Tenderness” ten years before—when he was twenty-one! And written songs for his films, and some for singer-friends, “as a lark.” That’s how he put it. If you want to call “Storming Heaven” and “Catapult” larks. Lord, I’d give my left tittie for a lark like them. Give both titties—well, almost. [laughs] We became fast friends. I was working on “I Will Always Love You” and sang it for him in his brownstone in New York. He kinda knew it was my goodbye song to Porter [Wagoner]. I was having trouble with a lyric, which is rare, ’cause most the time it just flows. He grabbed a scrap of paper and scribbled something. “We both know I’m not what you need.” And it was so . . . right. He was shaking. I was too. He had tears in his eyes. I realized that for him, my song was about everyone he’d ever loved and lost. He thought he was a freak—all geniuses think that, and it’s true. God’s freaks. That’s a heavy weight to carry ’cause you’re always leaving folks behind. Turning your head to say “I’ll always love you” but by the time you get the words out, they’re gone.


I wanted to give him a record credit for giving me that lyric, no big thing. “A special thanks to Mr. Orr” in the liner notes. He wouldn’t hear of it.


ELON MUSK He was an angel investor in Zip2, in ’95—that’s when we met, through a professor of mine at Stanford. Roger had a breakdown a few years later—not the first!—and did a lot of ketamine. Said the ketamine saved him. . . .


We were in Maui, talking about our fathers and mothers. He had two sets of parents; it’s hard enough having one. By then, even though it’d been a long time since he found out about Bird, he still hadn’t processed his shame. He hid that pretty well from the world. Not the shame that she was Black—no no no!—but the shame of how he reacted to finding out that he was adopted. When Roger discovered he wasn’t who he thought he was, he literally lost his mind. Do you remember? They had to hospitalize him. As sophisticated as he was—knowing spiritually and intellectually that identity is merely a construct—it was a horror to him that he couldn’t accept his fate. A fate with grandeur, with magnificence. Instead of embracing the weirdness of it, the religiousness of it, he went into the fetal position, and that he responded in such a way filled him with self-contempt. People who don’t know him got it all wrong. They still say, “It was racial shame.” Roger hated that sort of gossip—that he was ashamed of Bird, ashamed to have a Black mother. Hated it. Which couldn’t have been farther from the truth. Yet what should have been a joyous revelation, a liberating one, sunk him into a profound existential despair. See, the major thing about Roger Orr, the major trait was that he was always in control of the narrative. Complete control. That’s why he was such a great director; he did narrative for breakfast. In one of his journals he said the sudden appearance of his new origin story was “the bull in the china shop of bourgeois complacency.” He never forgave himself for the primal timidities—his phrase—that he considered to be a fatal flaw of character. Roger was a radical artist but when he found out where he came from, he woke up worse than an emperor with no clothes. He was an emperor running naked through the streets in a nightmare, chased by a mob of alternate selves. It was a wound that never closed.


AMANDA GORMAN Toni Morrison’s my total hero. And there they are on YouTube when she won the Nobel in Stockholm! She insisted Roar be onstage when they gave her the award. No one had ever done that, and I don’t think the Swedes were happy, but what could they do? Of all the people on this blue-green Earth that Toni could have chosen . . . I know they were collaborating on a musical of Othello. He’d already written some of the songs. And was working on a film adaptation of her last book, God Help the Child, that the Obamas were going to produce. He was working on it till the end, they both were, and died within a few months of each other.


That’s how I’d like to go. With my poetry boots on.


ELON MUSK When we had our baby [X Æ A-XII], he called and said, “You should have just gone with ‘Roko’—so much easier to pronounce.” Then he whispered, “Every child needs to kill his parents for the greater good.”5


AMANDA GORMAN I never got the chance to meet Ms. Morrison. I wrote to her after I became the national youth poet laureate—she wrote back! That was crazy. She was incredibly supportive when I started my nonprofit, One Pen One Page. But I did get to go to her memorial. So many heroes were there to eulogize her: Angela Davis, Edwidge Danticat, Ta-Nehisi Coates. Oprah . . . but Toni’s instructions saved Roar for last. He was very, very sick. It took him hours to get onstage, and he had a lot of help too.


He began with a spot-on Vivien Leigh: “After all, tomorrow is another day!” Folks tittered and gasped. He took a long, theatrical pause. Then his voice broke and he said, “No!” That voice boomed. “No! I lied. Tomorrow has been canceled. Today has been canceled. There are hereby no tomorrows or todays. They have been suspended until further notice. Only yesterday has currency, because that’s where Toni is. Today and tomorrow are foreclosed, bankrupt, without value. There will never be another today or tomorrow without Toni in it. And that is unacceptable.”


You’d think an earthquake hit, the way that cathedral shook. Like God was crying too. God’s a big Roger Orr fan, oh I’m sure of that.


ELON MUSK We were big fans of Tucker. The Coppola film. I told him I was going to buy an electric car company, and we tossed around names. He closed his eyes and said, “Electra Glide in Blue”—another movie we both liked—and we shortened it to Electra, of which I grew quite attached. Tesla came very close to being Electra. It was the corollary to his little Roko joke: Electra wanted to kill her mother, Clytemnestra.


LAUGHLIN ORR He used to tell me he’d be the first to go, but I never believed it because he’d been saying that from the moment he could talk. When I argued the point, he’d make the concession that “We’re the Either/Orr Kids. It’ll either be you or me. It’s a race to the ether.”





1 Chaplin: Conversations, ed. Thomas Ward (Aperture Press, 1972), p. 218.


2 Dick Gregory, Nigger, Please! Monologues in Black and White (Division Street, 1993).


3 From Francis Bacon, The Dishing Pope by Lendrick Harris, pp. 181–185 (Black Arch, 2008).


4 Ibid., loc. cit., op. cit., id. est., PRN, b.i.d. with food, p. 213.


5 “Roko’s Basilisk” is an AI thought experiment postulating that robots could justify the killing of human beings if those deaths resulted in a greater human good. The theorem remains a favorite of Musk and Grimes, the mother of his child.—ed.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Tennessee’s Partner


And I say to myself


What a wonderful whirl


(“For Louis,” Bird Rabineau)


BIRD RABINEAU (singer, Roar’s mother)6 Far as I’ve traveled from Leipers Fork, that’s where I am when I wake up. Isn’t that funny? That’s where I am when my head hits the pillow too. Don’t matter if I’m in L.A. or Paris or Stockholm—I could be in Botswana, zoomin’ after a lioness as she chases down some poor squealin’ warthog—or that time in Monaco watching fireworks from the yacht club, you couldn’t even be there unless the Prince himself invited you—or riding a German stallion in Mallorca like the one time I did . . . but in the mornin’ or late at night, I’m always right back in Leipers Fork without shoes, runnin’ around the neighborhood at night with Callico. A black sky of stars just whirling above you fast enough to make you dizzy at the mystery of God’s world. Runnin’ ’round and dreamin’ of the mysteries I’ve now seen, not even able to dream what I’ve seen. That little girl had no idea, oh, but she had ideas of her own that are still mysterious even to me. They say you can’t go home again but that’s bull ’cause you never left. Ain’t it all funny?


CALLICO PRIDE (Bird’s childhood friend, age 97) Bird was perfect. Just a perfect, beautiful soul. They named her Mika. Albert, her daddy, wanted a boy and was gonna call him Michael, after the archangel. That’s in the Book of Daniel. Albert was a preacher, you know. Mika means “gift from God,” my great-granddaughter told me that just two days ago. It’s a mineral too, all shiny, you can see right through it. And that was Bird all right. I used to call her Kiki but after she put her lips on mine—just that once—I called her “Milky” in my head. I never told my kids that, never told a soul. I should be old enough not to care but still do, just a little bit, but I hope she kiss me again when I see her. Oh, the Milky Way had nuthin’ on my Milky. I went straight to the stars with that kiss. Now I don’t know where she went, but I know I went further. Mind you, she’s the only girl or lady I allowed such a thing to ever happen. Everything about that child was milky. You could look right through that skin, see a big heart in there beatin’ like a drum. Had little webs between her toes, between the pinkie and the one beside it, and Bird didn’t like folks to see that. You couldn’t hardly anyway, even if you looked (and you were lookin’ everywhere else). That’s why she didn’t run barefoot like the rest of us. When she didn’t have shoes—that’s how poor we were—she ran around in socks. [laughs] Freckles? They was everywhere, like stars you see through a telescope. And that birthmark . . . a pink butterfly on her forehead, where the third eye is supposed to be. She was light enough you could see the pink. They call that an angel kiss, did you know that? Yes, they do.


BUCK SNOWCRAFT (historian) Elbert Williams was lynched in Brownsville. That was the summer of 1940. You know, the Klan was founded in Tennessee in 1866, in Pulaski, about an hour’s ride from Leipers Fork where Roger Orr’s mother lived.


Elbert was the son of sharecroppers, and his grandfather was a slave. He was active in the NAACP, and it didn’t help that he wanted to invest in a local hardware store; his entrepreneurial streak was the straw that broke their backs. The sheriff jailed and interrogated him, then he was released in the dead of night. A crowd of good ol’ boys was waiting to see him safely home. A few days later, they pulled the body out of Cinnamon River. Of course, the perpetrators were never brought to justice. One of the mob wasn’t local—no one knows what “Wriggle” Petry was doing up in Brownsville in the first place. Probably just on a Havoc Tour. After the deed was done he traveled east, on his way home to Macon. Stopped in Leipers Fork long enough to rape Mika Rabineau.


CALLICO PRIDE They didn’t start calling her Bird till she was sixteen. Lillian gave her that name—Lil Hardin, Louis Armstrong’s wife. Mika didn’t like it at first cause she thought they were making fun of her webbed feet! She told me that years later ’cause I didn’t see her for a long time after she ran away. Billie Holiday said she gave her the name but nope, it was Lillian. They all took a lot of guff from white folk, the black entertainers, even after they got famous. Drunks and all-around troublemakers. What do they call ’em, hecklers. Doesn’t seem like the right word for what they do. It was dangerous being up onstage—wasn’t no joke. Charlie Parker once said if they were ever on the same bill, best be careful. Mr. Parker told her, “Easy to kill two Birds when they’re stoned.” He was a funny man. But I don’t think they never did play together.


BUCK SNOWCRAFT Leipers Fork is close to Franklin, where a lot of Confederates were killed. You can still talk to locals who say it wasn’t about slavery. You know, “Those damn yankees wanted our land and our cotton and ambushed our boys. Mowed seven thousand of them down.” There was some truth to that.


ROSIE LEVIN (biographer)7 Colson “Wriggle” Petry was twenty-four years old and two hundred pounds; Bird Rabineau was fourteen, a skinny little thing. She’s lucky she didn’t die. For years, she said, “If luck had been with me, I would have died that night.” Eventually, she did come to think of it as luck. “It brought me closer to the Lord.”


BUCK SNOWCRAFT Of course, no one went to the police. That’d have been suicide. And nothing would have been done, anyway. Worse than nothing because they’d have killed whoever reported it.


BIRD RABINEAU8 My friend and I used to flit all over the neighborhood like little sparrows. All we wanted to do was hear the radio. We were too poor to have one; fleas on stray dogs had more earthly goods. We’d fly around till we heard Judy Garland or Billie on the radio—Mama had to tell me what Billie meant by “Strange Fruit.” I must’ve sung “Over the Rainbow” till I was on the other side of the rainbow myself. That night after Callico went home, I took a little shortcut, stumbled right into a campfire. I knew right then I was going to die. My eyes saw what they saw and I felt it on my skin and in my bones. There were two others but the big one told ’em he was having me for himself. “Not sharing slave cunt tonight, boys.” That’s just what he said. I looked in the sky the whole time, wanting God to reach down, reach down and smite him and snatch me up. But He didn’t. It was just that poor little girl and those stars, the ones He made, winking at her like they was in on the plan. That’s when I broke with the Almighty and didn’t find my way back for many years. Big fat Mr. Campfire had a radio and put it close by, like a boy might, for romance. I heard the others laughin’ and spittin’ and doin’ whatever kinda shit they do when somethin’ like that goes down. A tune was playing. Tommy Dorsey—I didn’t know it then but that’s what it was. “You’re the tear that comes after June time’s laughter, you see so many dreams that don’t come true, dreams we fashioned when summertime was new.” The man was so heavy on me I passed out. That was a mercy. Don’t even know how I got home. Don’t know why he didn’t just kill me—guess that God’s plan too. Parts of me managed to die but not all of me. I prayed and prayed for the parts that didn’t to join the parts that did, but I couldn’t get out from under Mr. Campfire. I prayed to go right through him if I could and just levitate to the stars. I’ve spent a lot of my life chasing those dead parts! Chasing after that poor dead little girl to wrap my arms around her and give comfort. Then I changed my mind, you know, I didn’t want to join her, I wanted to rescue her, take her away with me because those stars didn’t deserve her, ooh I was so mad at those motherfuckin’ stars! I couldn’t sing “Indian Summer” for a long, long while, couldn’t even listen to it. I knew I had to. You’re the ghost of a romance in June goin astray. . . . When I finally did sing it, I think that was my ticket back to the Lord Jesus. And I forgave that campfire Wriggleman for what he’d done. The needle and the heroin were tellin’ me I forgave him, that’s what the Devil does. But noddin’ out ain’t forgivin’. So often what we wish to believe isn’t so—we want to believe we’ve healed but we haven’t. That speaks to our selfishness and arrogance. The Lord says to His children, “You’ve come so far but there are miles to go before you sleep.” Mr. Robert Frost said that! I met him in 1972 and couldn’t believe he wrote that! I was sure it was from the Bible. I was embarrassed, but Mr. Frost was so kind. . . . The Lord says exactly that, you have miles to go, do not rest on false laurels, for such is vanity. That’s His way of keeping our eyes on the prize. Of keeping us right. I do believe you have to feel you’ve forgiven your enemies—“for they know not what they do”—even if you haven’t in your heart of hearts. Belief is the first step. Don’t matter if your forgiveness isn’t true, if it isn’t righteous, it shall be righteous and true when we meet the Lord. He will lift up His arms and His embrace will make it true and wash everything away. We shall be washed clean in the arms of the Lord. That’s God’s will and His way.


Heroin helped me get to forgiveness. When I tell folks that, it’s controversial. God made heroin too. But pickin’ it up? Well, I still don’t know if that’s God’s way or the Devil’s.


CALLICO PRIDE Her skin was light as Etta James. She and Etta didn’t meet till the Sixties. Bird was about twelve years older but called Etta “Little Daughter.” Etta had a white daddy too, a pool player called Minnesota Fats. Jackie Gleason made a movie about him. I loved Jackie Gleason. “Bang! Zoom! To the moon, Alice!”


ROSIE LEVIN Roger Orr was born at the Hermitage Hotel in Nashville. That’s where they brought Bird when she was six months pregnant. They wanted her someplace they could keep an eye on her and make sure she was eating well. Interesting factoid: toward the end of his life, Minnesota Fats had a suite at the Hermitage. They set up a pool table for him in the mezzanine and he’d regale the guests. That pool table’s still there.


CALLICO PRIDE Etta always wanted to sing like Bird and came pretty close. Bird had that voice from before I can remember. From another world. From . . . [points heavenward] there. Even when she was humming, it sounded like an opera. She used to sing “Summertime.” Billie put that out in 1936 when we were ten years old. We didn’t have no radio, you know, just skulked around till we heard it in the white folks’ houses. We hid in the bushes—all Bird needed was one listen to make it her own. Like that song knew she was in the bushes and waited all its life for her. [sings] “One of these mornings, you’re going to rise up singin’ . . . then you’ll spread your wings and take the sky.” Lord, gives me chills to remember! That’s just what Bird did. She took the sky. Even after that Klan motherfucker did his rape. (He was the first but weren’t the last.) She took the sky and limped home. But that sky was hers.


She’s a constellation now. And you better believe it.


GWYNETH PALTROW [Spielberg] always wanted to make a movie of her life. A few months after Roar found out Bird Rabineau was his mother—the early Eighties, right?—Roar told Steven about it at a party. That he was her son. And no one knew, this was before it got leaked in the tabloids. Roar just blurted it out, like, very kind of cavalier. Probably he was loaded! Steven thought he was joking. Who wouldn’t have, right? Steven was already a huge fan of Bird—“Soar Eyes” was on the soundtrack of Sugarland Express—and couldn’t believe that Bird Rabineau was Roar’s mom. No one could; my father told me that Roar himself couldn’t, not for the longest time. I think that’s why he was cavalier because he was still in shock about it. Roar used the word “preposterous” a lot when it came to his life—oh my God, I just remembered he named his production company “Preposterousaurus”! But it was such a weird, amazingly beautiful story: a cosmic Ripley’s Believe It or Not. Right? That just made Steven want to make his movie more. He was going to call it “Bird of Pray,” which they later used as the title of a book of collected interviews, but fate had other plans. This was 1983 and he was already pretty far along with The Color Purple. Years later, the project came back to him again—it was always coming back! He couldn’t let go. He wound up doing Amistad instead. Roar told me, “It’s like Steven’s Preakness of black oppression. Ma keeps losing by a nose. Or should I say noose.”


CALLICO PRIDE Bird’s daddy was a drunk. A preacher too but in name only. He had charisma to him but they didn’t let him preach no more ’cause Albert was just too scandalous. Drank turpentine when there was nothin’ else available and finally got the wet brain. He was handsy, always tellin’ me how curvy I was. Bird and I got our periods early, when we were eleven. He was like a bloodhound on the trail. She was a prude, the boys were fingering all the girls—but not Kiki. That’s why it was even worse when the “Wriggle” pulled that devil shit. Everyone thought it was Albert who done her like that. Even my mama thought so. Bird’s mama, Leticia, wasn’t slow but her mind didn’t walk at a normal pace, either. To this day I don’t know what that woman thought about anything. She did what Albert told her to and she suffered. Knocked a tooth out of her once. After that campfire business, Bird swore me not to tell what happened so I kept my mouth shut. I was the only one that knew. When she started to show, my mama was sure it was Preacher. All I’d say was, “Naw, it ain’t him.” She’d say, “Well if it weren’t that sonofabitch, who was it?” She knew I was hidin’ somethin’ and slapped me silly. We finally had to tell the truth ’cause word got out there was a gang of men—rough black boys with crushes on Bird—who were gonna do Preacher Albert serious harm. They was gonna hang him and blame it on the Klan.


LETICIA RABINEAU (Bird’s mother)9 She changed after those white boys had their fun. Yes she did. Got more reserved. I couldn’t put my finger on it but one day I knew what it was: she stopped singing. That’s it, that’s what it was. The funny thing is all the birds stopped singing too. You’d have to walk a distance till you heard ’em again. Like there was some kind of dome dropped down over the whole house like a glass cake cover that you couldn’t see. Sometimes I wondered if it was a dream but that’s how I remember it. Like the birds were protesting against their Maker for having allowed such a terrible thing.


CALLICO PRIDE Bird tried to kill the baby by drinking some of her daddy’s hooch, but all she got was bad sick. She was too scared to put a hanger up there like some of the girls did. We knew one who died like that. Then some white people came and had a talk with Albert. Said they was church folk who’d find a nice home for the baby and pay him for his trouble. They took Kiki away, and Albert got drunk and boasted to anyone who’d listen that he got $500 cash money. Now that was more money than any of us ever looked at. The whole neighborhood lined up to come in and watch him fan those bills. ‘Course someone stole most of it and Albert started sleeping with a little pistol under his pillow, which didn’t make Leticia too comfortable. A rusty old thing, prob’ly would have blown up in his face if he pulled the trigger. Twenty years later, Bird told me the church folk put her in a big hotel with fancy food, all she could eat. Chocolate sundaes, every day! Had the time of her life being waited on hand and foot, but I know she was scared. She delivered at the hotel and they took it away. Why was everything always being taken away from my Bird? Even the second baby, that beautiful little girl . . . The day she came back to Leipers Fork—they didn’t even let her rest, just threw her right out of that hotel—she was dead in the eyes. Albert bought a truck with the money left over and drank himself to death. Oh, happy day. That truck never did run. She was sixteen when she left home for good. I cried so hard I couldn’t see straight for two weeks. I went blind. You know that Etta song? “I’d Rather Go Blind”? [sings] “I would rather go blind then see you walk away from me, child.”


I could have wrote that for my baby Bird.


BILLIE HOLIDAY (singer)10 I was twenty-seven when we met. She was so shy, she couldn’t even look at me. That voice! I gave her the name—Bird—cause you could almost see the feathers. But she wasn’t a sparrow, no she wasn’t. She was a hawk.


ROSIE LEVIN Bird’s maternal grandfather, Porter, was thirty years older than his wife, June, who was born in 1891. They married in 1909. A year later, Bird’s mother, Leticia, was born. Porter Cant was one of about a dozen African Americans elected to the Tennessee House of Representatives. This was after Reconstruction, but it didn’t take too long for the Blacks to get banned from the House. Porter was tarred and feathered. Broken. He died of alcoholic poisoning just like Albert Rabineau. Cant had a congenital condition—webbed feet, something Bird inherited. And her grandmother had a birthmark on her forehead, what they used to call a “stork’s bite,” a patch of blood vessels that marked her specialness.


Little anomalies were in the DNA and one of them presented itself in Roar’s polymastia: a “supernumerary” nipple. When Bird gave birth at the Hermitage Hotel, the adoption people saw that third breast and just about lost their minds. They were certain the not-insignificant balance still owed them would go up in smoke; the buyers would reject a circus freak out of hand. To their great relief, Bunny Orr didn’t care. I’ve often wondered why it was such a concern. They sort of had their priorities scrambled, because they’d neglected to tell anyone the baby’s mother was Black.


LAUGHLIN ORR In some ways, I thought our mother was closer to Roger than she was to her biological kids. I don’t think [Jonny] felt that way . . . probably just me being insecure. But the drama of it, the mystery, the impossibility of it—a payoff to some sketchy group in Tennessee providing babies to barren high-society women!—all those things appealed to Mom deep down. Her father was a Texas wildcatter. A tough, tough Jew. Jews had their run-ins with the Klan too. Grandpa Langdon used to tell her stories of violence and derring-do that I think fueled a lot of choices in Mom’s life. . . . We didn’t really keep a Jewish household, but the one thing she always did was light yahrzeit candles when “important” Jewish people died. That’s how I learned Douglas Fairbanks was a Jew—she lit a candle for him and was quite upset! A few months later, she lit one for Grandpa Langdon. I was seven years old when he died putting out a fire on a rig. I actually remember him—his smell. He smelled like a tree, like one of those big old live oaks they have down in Texas. Mom had a hundred of those planted at La Piedra. When I visit, I still feel him there. An ancient oak, with its smells and battle-scarred bark.





6 Bird of Prayer: A Bird Rabineau Convocation, edited by Cilia Wheathouse, Introduction by James Baldwin, pp. 216–223 (Simon & Schuster, 1980).


7 The Sparrow’s Eye: The Rise and Rise of Bird Rabineau by Keg Sweeney (Norton, 1999).


8 Ibid., pp. 16–21.


9 Ibid., pp. 83–84.


10 Interview with Billie Holiday, DownBeat, November 1954.




CHAPTER TWO
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Golden Slumbers


GRACE SLICK (rock singer) Laughlin was the rich girl on the scene. Man, she had the right name—that amazing, deep-throated laugh. We met in San Francisco, probably 1966. The quintessential rich hippie: smart, patchouli-sexy, flaxen-hair wild. Gave the Diggers money, kept Morning Star [commune] afloat, helped Stewart [Brand] start the Whole Earth Catalog. Laugh was like the chick you met in a hot tub at Esalen at four in the morning and you find out a week later that her family owns Esalen. Ha! She didn’t—own Esalen—but she could have. That was the vibe. She was only six years older but living a life way over my head. This gal who poured money into the Free Clinic and the Panthers was also part of the family that built the Presidio and funded the San Francisco Opera with the Gettys. I mean, the girl was balling Robinson fucking Jeffers! She knew all the Beats—fuck, Allen Ginsberg was physically attracted to her. And women were invisible to Allen! She might have slept with his crazy husband and definitely slept with Neal [Cassady] and Jack in the Fifties. Supposedly, Allen said she was the one who got away.


He wrote a poem about her, “Laughing Golden Gate Heavy Menses Sutra.” It’s got that great line, “blackgold spore of vortexarkana”—a nod to her grandfather, Langdon Desmoines, who was from Bowie County.


DICK GREGORY Laughlin and I were about the same age. I met her in Chicago—can’t remember why she was in town but the lady traveled. She introduced me to Roar. She always called him Baby Brother. She said, “Listen to this Baby Brother shit!” and played the 45. When I heard the “comedy stylings” of this kid—they used to call it that, comedy stylings—the 45s were already this underground thing and it blew my mind. At the time, no one knew Roar was fourteen years old. Fuckin’ unreal.


Laughlin wound up doing a lot for the Panthers. Fred [Hampton] loved her; they all did. I won’t say she was involved with the Weathermen but I can say she helped Eldridge out when they were hiding Tim Leary in Africa. I can say it because she’s already written about it.11 Laughlin paid for the defense of Bobby Seale, most of it anyway. She didn’t want that known and I respected that. . . . Oh, she had a good time on the red carpet—loved the glittery showbiz bullshit, just like Baby Brother—but when it mattered, when it was life and death, she ran silent and deep. She didn’t like to leave fingerprints. Which was smart because Laughlin didn’t want to attract attention to certain things she was doing; the publicity would not have helped. Her mother Bunny was a straight-up classy lady but there were lines that couldn’t be crossed. I don’t care how rich or “eccentric” you were, you could only get away with so much.


Bunny Orr knew that and so did her daughter.


GRACE SLICK Laugh was a huge figure in the Urban League—at thirty years old. She had that weird, old-money Zen thing in the way she carried herself. It’s in the bones. She changes the room when she floats in. Her grandfather was this oilman from her mom’s side, incredibly handsome, very Daniel Day-Lewis There Will Be Blood. And Laugh’s father, Mug Orr—a.k.a. “the Commodore”—was a tobacco king. I love saying “tobacco king.” [laughs] Charming, seductive, treacherous. And fuckin funny. The marriage of two dynasties, two patriarchies, so I think the women were rebellious and always needing to prove themselves. Mug’s family wasn’t wild about him marrying a Jew; Laugh told me that. Her mom was a trip. You could totally see where Laugh got her shit. Bunny was probably sixty when we met, and gorgeous. Maye Musk-gorgeous. The weird karmic thing is that I used to wait on her when I worked at Magnin’s in the early Sixties. She’d sweep in and buy her Chanels and Balenciagas in every color.


He loved his sister. They were very, very close. Everything changed when Roar found out he was adopted. He held that against them—totally irrational because it wasn’t like Laugh and Jonny were conspirators, they didn’t know a fucking thing. But Roar needed a punching bag. Laugh especially paid for the sins of her parents, the sins of omission.


HOPE “HOOP” RADCLIFFE (socialite) Laughlin and I were born the same year but were never really friends. I traveled so much and went to school in Europe—Le Rosey. We were neighbors but didn’t click. But Mother [Sunny Ambrose Radcliffe] and Bunny were thick as thieves. Mother was the only one who knew the backstory and I heard a lot about it when I was much older. It’s complicated.


After Bunny had Laughlin, she and the Commodore—they nicknamed him after a friend of the family, Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt—after she had Laughlin, they kept trying for another baby but nothing worked. Bunny wanted a passel of kids and was heartbroken. Every specialist in the world examined her case: in Denmark and Germany and even that famous place in Montenegro—they went everywhere and anywhere but it was no-go. Then, in an act of defiance that was pure Bunny Orr, she got pregnant! And sent every one of those doctors a note on her bespoke Itoya stationery. You had to keep opening and opening these beautiful envelopes, very matryoshka, until about ten minutes later you got to the very last one. And there it was, a card that said, in that beautiful tiny handwriting of hers, “Go fuck yourself.” Mother showed it to me: you needed to get close to the page and squint in order to read it. And of course, the worst thing happened—she miscarried at five months. Mother said Bunny was so . . . embarrassed. She cursed herself for sending out those notes. You know, the curse of hubris. That’s when she decided to adopt. Mother said she didn’t see it as a compromise, because she was determined to have that baby like it came out of her body. Which maybe it did! In the end. Who’s to say? She was witchy that way. Sometimes I thought Roger was more hers than Laughlin or Jonny ever were. There was a special bond between them. Laughlin said the same thing once. . . .


A year after Roar “arrived,” Bunny had Seraphim. And Jonny, five years later. The so-called experts were wrong after all. But she never sent out any fuck-yous. She was done tempting the Fates.


JONNY “STAGE DOOR” ORR (adopted brother) After Mom died—when I found the diaries—there was a card in one of the pages, like a bookmark, a placeholder. She’d written on it something from Scriptures: “Whoever brings up an orphan in his home is regarded as though the child had been born to him.”


I wondered about it but didn’t realize the true import until I started reading.


HOPE “HOOP” RADCLIFFE When my brother Trevor had his terrible injuries from the war, Bunny Orr was the only one outside the family who visited him at the hospital. It brings tears to my eyes even now. No one else had the stomach, no one else had the heart. I know I didn’t. I just couldn’t. It was too hard . . . It saved Mother in a way—to have a compatriot, someone in the trenches, because that was a real war too, the war of trying to save our brave, darling boy. No matter how I feel about Laughlin, she’s connected to the woman who eased Mother’s burden, eased all our burdens.


And Roger was a big part of that. It’s why he became a doctor for the brief period he did. Roar made a difference. What he did was saintly. It was the real thing.


LAUGHLIN ORR12 These people in Nashville were well-known in blue-blood circles. It was like the Underground Railroad. Not really, but . . . They serviced the infertile crème de la crème in California and New York. There was an attorney called Peter Gramm, he was actually from Nashville. A shady character—at least I always thought so—but a very important man in San Francisco. On all the boards. I wonder how that happened. Dad used to joke that Peter Gramm knew where all the bodies were buried, because Gramm buried them himself. It was perfect because Tennessee was far enough away to soothe the nerves of the high-toned ladies who didn’t want people knowing their business. These women would “go to Europe” for six or eight months and come back with a baby. They’d leave around the time they would have started to show. What happened with Mom was she miscarried in her fifth month and went straight from the hospital to La Piedra, our ranch in Sonoma. She couldn’t bear to go home with a flat stomach and tell the world over and over that her little boy died inside her. Yes, it was a little boy . . . Sooooo, she hatched a plan, forgive the pun, and Daddy spoke to Mr. Gramm. The mystery is, those people in Nashville would have known the mother was black! Regardless of the lightness of the birth mom’s skin, they definitely would not have overlooked—lying about something like that would have jeopardized their lucrative ongoing business with Mr. Gramm. It was utterly bizarre . . . Could Mr. Gramm have known? Could he have known all along? It baffles me. Because he was such a careful, ruthless man. Maybe he only found out when the baby was born. Then made the executive decision to come clean to Mom and Dad. My mother was many things, but she was not a racist. Neither was the Commodore. Mr. Gramm knew this all too well and not just from their activism in the Urban League—they’d given millions. Maybe Gramm cynically thought it was the one thing that would save him from his snafu or blunder, his what have you. There was no way Mom or Dad would say, “No negro babies for us!” My parents had a perverse sense of humor. Dad probably loved the idea of everyone thinking Mom took a black lover. Ha!


HOPE “HOOP” RADCLIFFE Did Laughlin say that? I never read her book. She means well but isn’t famous for giving credit where credit’s due. She probably doesn’t remember that I’m the one who told her all of that because my mother said it was exactly what happened. Peter Gramm did not know. He found out when the baby brokers called, in a panic. The first thing they told him about was the third nipple—the second was, “Oh by the way, the mother is Negro.” Well, it was what Mug used to call a real clusterfuck. He had very colorful language. And Bunny did have a failure of nerve, even though she knew in her gut she would keep that Tennessee child—the product of a violent rape no less which made her heart cry out. But she did waver. She told Mug, “What if it’s black as the dark side of the moon and the world thinks you’re a cuckold?” He got all ruddy like he did whenever he immediately had the answer to a Big Question. “Fuck em!” he said. My mother said that she didn’t think there was a moment in Bunny’s life when she loved that man more. Bunny cried in the Commodore’s arms and said, “Thank you thank you thank you,” a ten-minute seizure of thank-yous. That’s what marriage should be like in its ideal but never is, is it? Two heads with one magnificent heart. Like Fredric March and Myrna Loy in The Best Years of Our Lives.


JONNY “STAGE DOOR” ORR My sister’s embroidered her theories through the years about Mom and Dad not giving a flying fuck about adopting a black baby. A liberal’s wet dream. That idiot “Dope” Radcliffe climbs into the telephone-game echo chamber with her bullshit gossip. She’s a pig, a totally useless human being. Most of the conversations with Mom that Laughlin wrote about in her book were invented from whole cloth, as they said in ancient times. Seeds of truth were there, in the characteristics, the “humanistic philanthropy” of Mom and Dad. Their capacious spirit and all. But the mythology kept growing. Laughlin crocheted away until the narrative ended with our parents knowing all along that Bird was raped by a Klansman—knowing fucking everything, like the rich white gods they were—when the truth is they were scared shitless. In the what-have-we-got-ourselves-into sense.


Did you know Roar spoke to Peter Gramm before Gramm died? Gramm was the Ray Donovan of his time. He had an office in the Embarcadero with Diebenkorns and John Registers on the wall—in between snow globes, tchotchkes from Sausalito, and hideous sports memorabilia. Framed photos all around: Bill Kunstler, Bill Graham, Billy Graham—Peter paid his Bills! They paid him too, God only knows for what.


Roar told me the real story, which he never shared with our sister because he knew she’d Play-Doh it. Can’t help herself, God love her.


VIOLA DAVIS (actress) People were always telling me I looked like Bird when she was young. . . . Steven [Spielberg] spoke to me about the project. He wanted Melissa Mathison to write it. Melissa wrote a little movie called E.T.—ever heard of it? [smiles] She and Harrison [Ford] were a couple, they were married. Anyway, I wanted Roar’s benediction and went to see him. To that beautiful house he had at the beach. And he was conflicted. He didn’t come right out and say it but that was my impression. He loved and respected Steven. Roar wanted the story to be told but at the same time needed to protect both moms, Bird and Bunny. I had the feeling the whole idea made him uncomfortable and that he wished he’d never entered into an agreement with Amblin. He was uncomfortable because it was obvious the story was his to tell, but he just couldn’t. Just didn’t want to go there.


When I left that day, I knew the movie would never be made.


JONNY “STAGE DOOR” ORR Roar told me that the woman in Nashville who made the “arrangements” got very, very ill. The baby-pimper. Pimp Baby was dying! That’s what Gramm told my brother in the meeting they had before ol’ Pete croaked. Helen Carver was her name. Gramm called her outfit “the Stork Club,” yuck yuck. He said that Carver became deathly ill a few weeks after making the deal but didn’t want to jeopardize the business arrangement. So she had her larcenous niece take over. The fee my dad was paying was something like ten grand, a totally crazy amount for that time. But hey, you were buying a kid! And I’m sure Gramm was getting something off the top, no doubt. It was supposed to be five thousand for the surrogate and five for the Stork Club, half of that payable when the surrogate was found, and half, ahem, on delivery. Apparently, the thieving niece was the one who found Bird. She gave her parents $250 and embezzled the rest. Psycho-niece hated Auntie Helen and didn’t give a shit about the consequences, didn’t care if it brought the whole house of cards down. ’Cause Auntie Helen would never have gone for a black baby—no fucking way. The niece knew Helen would never make it out of the hospital anyway and was only sticking around long enough to collect the five grand that was due. With which she was going to abscond. Gramm insisted they take a picture of the baby, something the niece wasn’t expecting. Not a problem, though, because Roger looked, crawled and gurgled like he was white. The niece must have been some kind of dope fiend not to have conscripted white parents in the first place. If it came out black, no doubt she’d have found a white baby to pose for the color Kodachrome. But that pesky third tit! Psycho-niece thought it would queer the deal. You know what Roar used to say? “Welles had The Third Man, I had the third nipple.” Ha! So the niece calls Gramm in a panic with the information. He wasn’t thrilled but such are the vagaries of the game. Gramm tells Mug and Bunny, and they’re all right with it. Then some errant Stork Clubber betrays the niece and gets in touch with Gramm bearing important “additional” information that’ll cost him another grand. He tries getting in touch with Carver but oops, she’s dead. Calls the Stork snitch back. Now, Gramm could be a very scary guy, he was old when he and Roar met up but still a brawler. My brother said behind those cataracts the man still had that dead-eyed killer look. So Gramm calls and says he might give them $250 if what they had to say was meaningful. God knows what else he said but he put the fear in the whistleblower. That’s when they confessed that Bird was black and about the rape and all. Gramm was so angry he wanted to kill those people! He drives up to La Piedra. No choice but to bite the bullet, fall on his sword, whatever. Mom had already been there three months, hiding out after the miscarriage. . . .


VIOLA DAVIS He didn’t want his parents to be crucified. You know, buying a child, a Black child, wrenching it from its mother. Which of course wasn’t the whole truth; the whole truth is always far more complicated. But—what’s that word?—the “optics” weren’t good. The optics were terrible. And remember, Roar had experience, up close and personal, with the firebombing of public opinion. The mob’s rush to judgment. Time and again the tabloids hanged him in the public square. By the time Steven wanted to make the film, Roar’s skin was thick, but when the arrows went in he still bled. He didn’t have any confidence in human beings’ ability to parse, to look at nuance. In a way, he sort of adopted Bunny’s own shame at having lied to him about his origins. The Big Lie kinda seeped into his DNA over time. But his shame was rooted in a refusal to accept that his idea of what he was—so-called “reality”—had been shattered.


Now, that’s a true existential crisis, my friend. The phrase is thrown around a lot. It’s misused. Not in this case.


JONNY “STAGE DOOR” ORR They were drunk when he finally told them. Gramm thought the third nipple bulletin could wait a beat! So, he comes right out with Your kid’s black. Mom and Dad were taken aback—Roar called it “taken a-black”!—then started to laugh. I mean, they just wouldn’t stop. Gramm couldn’t understand the revelry. He thought they didn’t believe him and kept trying to set them straight. The more he explained, the harder they laughed. Finally, it became clear to him that they didn’t give a damn. “They relished it”—that’s what he told my brother. As it turned out, Laughlin didn’t entirely have it wrong. Gramm showed them photographs of Roar in his crib, the ones taken by psycho-niece. And they fell in love. Doris Duke told Mom it was meant to be. Doris was one of the few people Mom trusted. Doris said, “If you don’t want him, he’s mine.” Anyway, I think by then Mom’d had enough. She missed her friends in the city. She was a very social person and the quarantine was taking its toll. She was more than a social butterfly; she was a fucking lepidopterarium. [pause] I know that word because my girl-friend Chickweed’s a butterfly freak. Hope you’re impressed.


CICELY TYSON (actress) It was the most significant, most spiritual thing that happened to him in this strange, marvelous, God-given life. To finally learn where he came from. And that mother! Well—he had the mother of all mothers, so it was like winning the lottery. The fear of death that dogged him since he was little just shriveled up and died. That’s what my grandson likes to call a bonus burger. “It’s better than a nothingburger, Gray-Gray.” He still calls me Gray Gray like when he was little.


What’s tragic is, so many ignorant people thought he was ashamed of being Black. He was thrilled! But shattered at the same time—if that makes any sense. Shattered from birth. Sometimes being shattered like that becomes the source of one’s greatest strength.


LAUGHLIN ORR13 One thing we wondered was: How did Mom live with that buried truth? Roger said it was like Kafka by way of Ralph Ellison, you know, “The boy wakes up to find himself an enormous Negro cockroach.” We laughed about Bunny checking the bed every morning to see if Black Roger hatched! But he stayed white as can be.


The real mystery is why she kept it a secret at all. The Commodore wouldn’t have cared, but when it came to Mom’s wishes he toed the line. “Bunny Orr” was so ashamed that she couldn’t face her friends after the miscarriage—not her friend-friends, her society friends. The worst thing for a fearless woman is to admit you’re afraid of being pitied; that’s complete surrender, complete defeat. (And what made it worse, what made it sheer torture, is that her embarrassment would be interpreted as racist.) She hated people who cared about the opinion of others. She drilled that into me since I was little: never, ever care what anyone thinks. When she lost that baby, she found herself locked in a cage and couldn’t find the key because she threw it away herself. There comes a time—in many families—when a big secret calcifies. It doesn’t just get swept under the rug but buries itself under the floorboard like something out of Edgar Allen Poe. In those dark nights of the soul, she told herself, “This is my karma for being so prideful in my life. So severe in my judgment of people’s lack of generosity. This is the millstone I will carry to my grave.”


How does the saying go?


“Mom plans, God laughs.”


Ha.


PETER GRAMM (attorney)14 I’ve been asked many times to write a book. I’ll leave that sort of enterprise to Bill [Kunstler], Lee [F. Lee Bailey] and Herb [Caen]. I can barely scribble my name.


LAUGHLIN ORR I was on summer break in Sonoma. Up at the ranch. Mom only wore muumuus and tented paisley blouses. I hadn’t seen her in a few months, because Daddy said she’d been sick. She looked thinner but I didn’t notice too much. I was six years old. Looking back, I must have asked, “When’s the baby coming?”—I was excited about having a new little brother or sister. Which would not have been well-received. I do remember she wouldn’t let me fall asleep on her tummy the way I liked when she was still in the city. In her first trimester. I’d try to hear the heartbeat. Then one day, Daddy said she was sick and needed to stay at La Piedra till she got better. I finally went to see her. We didn’t play the tummy-heartbeat game anymore. I tried but she pushed me away. I remember crying and she apologized and said, “Mama’s still not feeling well.” I probably stayed less than a week. It’s kind of a blur.


I went back to the city, back to school, and the next time I saw her she was on her big blue chair in the bedroom of Parnassus, the big house in Pacific Heights.


Daddy said, “Come meet your baby brother.”





11 In The Last Laughlin: A Memoir by Laughlin Orr (Blue Rider, 2006).—ed.


12 Golden Slumbers: A Family Album, Laughlin Orr (Haight Street, 1991), pp. 153–154.


13 Ibid., pp. 400–401.


14 “Mr. Fix-It,” San Francisco Chronicle, Sunday profile, Pat Dugan, 1988.




CHAPTER THREE
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Seraphita/Seraphitus


ROGER ORR


(letter to Steven Spielberg)




You asked about my childhood. I was a sponge—a little alien dropped down to memorialize the natives. Which, as it turned out, was literally true. A marvelous episode of that old show The Outer Limits struck a chord. I was probably twenty-two or twenty-three when I saw it, and it hit pay dirt. David McCallum played a rough Welsh miner who becomes a guinea pig for a professor who’s conducting evolutionary experiments. The miner’s unremarkable brain goes forward thousands of years—in just a few days, he can speak hundreds of languages and play classical piano like Sviatoslav Richter—he absorbs and conquers the world of man then moves on to the universe. He’s telepathic as well. It’s called “The Sixth Finger” because he grows one, a crude, TV-cinematic way of showing his advancement. (Made an even bigger impression on me because of my third breast. It’s all a numbers game, Steve, as you well know; more is better.) His head becomes huge. Egg-shaped. . . . I was a bit of a prodigy, a little Napoleon. My fantasies were about absorbing the world of the arts then moving to the cosmos “and beyond,” as Arthur C. Clarke so eloquently put it. But prodigies never end well—I was quite aware of that even at a tender age. And it didn’t end well for the poor miner. He was gorgeous, McCallum, when he was young . . .





* * * * * * * * * *




I had my birth mother’s beauty. When we finally met face-to-face, in the Eighties, Bird showed me pictures of her when she was sixteen, and it took my breath away. We looked exactly alike. . . . I was a bit of an androgyne. The Balzac story “Seraphita” made a deep impression. I must have heard about it from Henry Miller. Seraphita was a great, spiritual epicene. Some saw the creature as a woman; others saw it as a man, “Seraphitus.” That was my aspiration, what I wanted to attain: the corporeal and the transcendent. To be what everyone wanted to see, what they wanted to touch and be touched by. Pasolini’s Teorema. . . . I loved wearing wigs and dressing up in Bunny’s haute couture. Boys flirt with that, but I knew it was something more. More is better!


But I never had the kind of beauty Bird had when she was young; few do. That “hurt,” ineffable beauty. Oh, I was definitely effable! Thin as a rail, with horsey equipage. Too much information, Steven? All the boys and girls wanted me; all the big people too. And I wanted them. For a long, long time, it was paradise.


Now here I am: after the fall. Paradigm lost.





* * * * * * * * * *


AMANDA GORMAN It’s crazy how that baby looked. Like a Rubens—a Rubens baby. He gave Mama a faded old picture from his San Francisco days and she took me down to the Met and pointed out a Rubens that looked just like him. She told Roar about it and he said [laughs], “I’m certain the Commodore would have preferred a Reuben sandwich.”


LAUGHLIN ORR The most beautiful baby I’d ever seen. Not that I’d seen too many. I was seven years old, and none made that kind of impression before or since. Which I suppose was normal, because this one was my precious baby brother. I can still remember: He looked up at me, a deep look that went on for the longest time. All babies are like that I guess—busy downloading. Then he looked away without so much as a fare-thee-well. “Been there, done that.” On to the next download.


JULIANNE MOORE (actress) That’s what Roar was—“The Great Observer.” Before I did Hannibal, I watched The Silence of the Lambs a bunch of times. Clarice says, “You see a lot, don’t you, Doctor? Why don’t you turn that high-powered perception on yourself and tell us what you see? Or maybe you’re afraid to.” [laughs] It always made me think of Roar!


Of course, he did turn that power of perception on himself. And told us what he saw. Told the world.


MERYL STREEP He hated the name “Roger.” Maybe that’s too strong but he wasn’t fond. His family got away with calling him that but look out if you tried to do the same. I asked Laughlin if she knew how Bunny picked it. She said her mother always loved the name Aurora but Mug thought it was too ethereal. He said, “Save ethereal for the next one.” (They did, naming “the next one” Seraphim.) Anyway, it was moot when the little boy from Nashville came. The Commodore got the idea to call him Roger after his dad’s middle name. Bunny was not thrilled. But when he pointed out that Roger plus Orr could be Roar—which was close enough to Aurora—and that the boy was an August baby, a Leo/lion baby—she softened.


That’s a lot of calisthenics, huh. The Name Game.


JULIANNE MOORE When he did mushrooms, he said he became everyone. Every mother, every father, every child—every orphan. He became everyone who ever lived and died on the battlefield, every pregnant woman who lost a child, every fetus who died in the womb or got thrown in a dumpster. He became all the people who were tortured and all the people who died peacefully at home, surrounded by family. He was a supreme . . . empath. I think that’s why he was able to be so many things: a songwriter, novelist, actor, painter. A comedian. Doctor! That’s why he was such a great director, because he had this amazing access to inhabit consciousness, to climb into the awareness of others, and their physicality as well. Behind it all was this great, organizing intelligence; behind the omniscience was a very engaged yet disinterested computer. Without the motherboard, he’d have been lost or gone mad. He did go mad a few times in his life but always made his way back to the motherboard. He was able to reboot. A gift not all artists have. Oh Bruce—did you hear the Word Police are trying to ban “motherboard” from the dictionaries? Isn’t that the dumbest, silliest thing? What a scary place the world’s become.


RICHIE “SNOOP” RASKIN (detective) You know about Pete [Gramm] getting an anonymous call from the gang that couldn’t shit straight, right? I don’t know who you’ve talked to but you know about it, right? Some scumbag from the Stork Club, which should have been called the Schmuck Club, tried to muscle Pete with an amateur-hour grift to make him pay for the privilege of finding out that Roar’s mother was black. As you can imagine, Pete wasn’t too happy about the fukaktaness of the whole enterprise. He was a cautious, meticulous man and you better believe loose ends were on his mind from day one. He starts thinking, “What else do these dunderheads know?” Now, understand: No one knew where any of the babies he got ahold of were heading, not even Helen Carver. The way it worked was he’d send his people to pick them up, precisely to avoid this kind of nonsense—Mug answering the phone three years later to some blackmailing ding-dong on the other end. But Pete didn’t like the way any of it smelled. Plus, he was extremely pissed off. He had very important, very rich clients—if something went south, if something went public, these people would not hesitate to burn him. As tough as he was, he was vulnerable; his clients were too big to fail. If you were going to muscle somebody, it better be anyone in the world but Pete Gramm. He knew some rough people in Nashville. Of one thing I’m certain: that person who called? They aren’t breathing anymore. The whole group vanished. Draw your own conclusions.


SUZE BERKOWITZ (former wife) My father was in advertising, and one of his biggest accounts was OTG, the Orr Tobacco Group. Dad came up with print ads that were really popular during the war—handsome models smiling from the newspapers and magazines, thanking the enlisted for their service. The ads were clever because it wasn’t obvious they were sponsored by OTG. But subliminally you’d notice the models always had a pack of King’s in their pocket, which was OTG’s biggest brand. So, you can thank the enlisted—but thank Daddy for those brilliant ads!


Mug inherited OTG when his father died. OTG’s only real rival was the American Tobacco Company, owned by Jim Duke. Doris Duke’s dad. He died back in the Twenties, and I don’t know who inherited it; I don’t think it was Doris but coulda been. Did you know Doris and Bunny were great friends? Anyway, my parents took me to parties at the house in Pacific Heights. “Parnassus.” My God, those grand parties at that grand house . . . which Bunny and Mug actually bought from Doris Duke! Small world, huh. The richer you are, the smaller it gets. The Orrs literally had Rafael’s fresco, “Parnassus,” hanging in a ballroom they built specifically for its display. Probably bought it from Doris.


Mom and Dad always wanted to get a babysitter—they didn’t want me cramping their style—but Bunny insisted they bring me along to entertain Young Roar. Young Roar needed to be entertained at all costs! Roger called me “Wifey” right from the beginning. He must’ve got that from the radio—Henny Youngman or The Milton Berle Show, we listened to those all the time. At just seven or eight years old, “Wifey” stuck. He still called me that after we got divorced, but with a wink. No one but Scatter knew it’d been going on since the beginning of time.


JONNY “STAGE DOOR” ORR Dad gave me that nickname “Stage Door.” He loved puns. My brother did too. Runs in the family. Or maybe just walks in it. I was going to say Roar inherited that from the Commodore, but—oops, wrong dad! Though I suppose you do get traits from someone who isn’t blood but it’s more like you pick them up. You know, imitate. It’s true though, they both loved wordplay. After he won the Palme D’Or at Cannes for Grace War, Roar started writing me notes addressed to “Stage D’Orr.” Called it the “Palmed D’Orr,” all that . . . It’s funny you’re doing this now because he said he never wanted a standard biography, he wanted an “Orral History”—yuckety yuck—all that punning got exhausting.


The Commodore started calling me Stage Door when I was a wee boy ’cause I was always waiting by the door for Roar to come home from school. Dad would say, “Stage Door Jonny waits breathlessly in the wings.” I idolized my big brother. The truth is that I was named after an uncle—my father’s big brother, who he idolized. Jonny jumped off a building after the crash of ‘29. Nice, huh? I guess Stage Door’s better than Jump or Splatter. I mean, if you had to choose.


LAUGHLIN ORR By then we’d moved from Russian Hill to the house in Pacific Heights, Doris Duke’s old place next to the Gettys. It was two homes put together. Auntie Doris was a childhood pal of Mom’s. Doris and the Commodore’s dads were the sultans of tobacco but that was purely coincidental; Mom and Mug didn’t meet until she was a debutante. She spent a lot of time at Shangri La, Doris’s place in Hawaii. She’d fly there on Doris’s private plane—a Boeing 737. I don’t think either one of ’em wanted to grow old but hey, join the club.


Parnassus was the ultimate petri dish for Roar. The people who came through there! Sheesh. I didn’t appreciate it till later, when I was writing my first book and went through all their photo albums. There was Mayor Lapham, who visited all the time—my parents were big supporters. There was Harry Bridges; oh, that man made me laugh. Know who he is? Was? Head of the Longshore Union. I was at Brentano’s and stumbled across a biography about him. It was a thousand pages. Every celebrity on Earth danced through that ballroom. Babe Ruth. Tony Curtis. Roz Russell and Louis Armstrong . . . Chaplin! Jiminy Christmas. And Jiminy was probably there too. Dad told me that Albert Einstein was supposed to come but his plane got delayed; he didn’t give a tinker’s curse who was there but was quite upset about that one. I saw Fred and Ginger dancing together! Boy oh boy. Florine Stettheimer . . . In the Sixties, I threw fundraisers for the Free Clinic. In the early Seventies I had benefits for Delancey Street, which had just been started by John Maher and Mimi Silbert. John was a junkie who was originally part of Synanon, down in L.A. He had a theory that you needed to relocate addicts from the hood, away from their dope connections. To get sober, addicts needed to move on up, into wealthy neighborhoods. So he and Mimi bought defunct embassies in Pacific Heights that were just around the corner from where we lived and filled them with pimps and ex-cons. They named the buildings “Russia” and “Estonia.” . . . I remember we had a gala, Moscone and Harvey Milk were there, the night before they were killed. Daddy didn’t like the junkies moving in. He’d say, “There goes the neighborhood,” but Mom couldn’t contain her glee. You know, épater les bourgeois and all that.


SCATTER HOLBROOK (friend) As a boy, he was especially interested in the behavior of adults. A miniature anthropologist. He particularly studied artists. His waking hours were spent as a voyeur; come nighttime, he sifted through the day or night’s gathered material, curating and prioritizing. What does this person have that makes them special? That makes them unique? And how can I use it? That famous poem about two roads diverging in a yellow wood—Frost, by the way, was his mother [Bird Rabineau]’s favorite—with Roar, it was a hundred roads, a thousand roads diverging. He took so many of them. Went all the way down and all the way back again, woods into woods, fields into fields, roads into other roads, when most of us are lucky to take just one. I’d rather just take the one but that’s me. He wasn’t like most mortals that way. The roads diverge and the one who speaks for Frost is “sorry I could not travel both.” Roar’s motto was “diverge and conquer” and he took them all. That house he grew up in was called Parnassus, right? The sacred mount, home of the Muses. Genius never takes one road. And when it does, it’s Every Road. But Every Road equals no road at all—as Roar might put it.


SUZE BERKOWITZ He was viciously bullied at school. He wouldn’t take his shirt off for sports or to swim. The school knew about his “condition”—the extra nipple—and exempted him from certain activities. But kids being kids, they lasered in on his defect and were terribly cruel. They’d make disgusting sucking sounds with their lips when they saw him. He got beaten up but never retaliated. “I turned the other breast,” he used to say. There was a boy, a real sadist whose mission was to make Roar suffer. The boy didn’t come to school for a few days. When he finally did, he saw Roar and went pale, then ran like hell. Rumor spread about something having happened between them, something unspeakable. The sucking sounds stopped. They were all afraid of him now.


LAUGHLIN ORR Mom wanted to yank Roger out of there and home-school him—and it was one of the few times my parents came to blows. The Commodore said, “He’s got to fight back, Bernice, because that’s the fucking world!” Bernice was her birth name, and the rare times my father used it, holy shit, you knew he meant business. She talked to some plastic surgeons about removing the nip, but Dad was opposed to that too. And I’m glad because Roar kinda loved it. I was surprised Mom had such a thing about it, but understood; she hated seeing him suffer. It wasn’t the breast but the bullying that was traumatic for her. As much of a disrupter as my brother was, he was like all children—all adults!—part of him only wanted to be liked and accepted. To be loved. In that way, he got the ultimate revenge because he was loved by millions.


SCATTER HOLBROOK It was all rather savage and mysterious, like something out of Stephen King. Years later I asked him what went down and he got that cagey smile. I think he raped that boy. . . . the Commodore had a “hotspot” in his library at Parnassus—a cattle prod. He got it from Langdon Desmoine, Bunny’s dad. Desmoine had a ranch in Texas, in Palo Duro Canyon. Mug loved that thing! My theory is, Roger waylaid him. Lured him somewhere, promising to give him money if he’d stop the bullying. Then wham, hit him with the hotspot and did some other stuff.


SUZE BERKOWITZ I heard that story from Scatter but never asked Roar myself. I wouldn’t put it past him; he had a kind of gangster courage. Bravado. I do remember something about that prod. It was kept in the library and one time we came in and the Commodore nodded toward it and said, “You don’t need that again, do you?” With a wink. If something did happen, I’m pretty sure Mug knew all about it and was proud. It might even have been his idea in the first place. But I don’t know about the “other stuff” Scatter talked about.


JOHN LAHR15 One of the first things he wrote was a screenplay. He was nine years old. His father, the tobacco king Mug Orr, took him to see The Third Man, and Roar loved it. He promptly wrote a murder mystery about his birth anomaly called The Third Teat. That’s how he spelled it—he told me “teat” was much funnier than “tit.” He searched for years to find that lost script. “It would have made my name,” he says ruefully, looking like Buster Keaton having yet another bad day. “I coulda been a contender.”


SUZE BERKOWITZ He invented all sorts of games. He was very imaginative that way. Parnassus had a screening room and we watched a ton of movies. It was an amazing education. Top Hat, Gold Diggers of 1933, Show Boat . . . I loved The Wizard of Oz, but Roger wasn’t that keen. He said the Wizard was made too much of a fool, which was “libelous.” I didn’t know what the word meant . . . We played all those other games too, doctor-patient games. Fooled around like most kids. Displayed our private parts. We fooled around with Scatter—a ménage-a-trois des enfants! Les Enfants du Paradis was more accurate, because life on the hill was paradise. Oh yes, we saw the Carné film too, when we were ten years old. Can you imagine? As Laughlin would say: Sheesh.


CALLIOPE LEVY-LEVY (therapist) I think his life began, his true life, when his sister Seraphim died. Snakes shed their skin before giving birth, and that’s when Roger Orr, the artist, was born. A life of perpetual shedding, a life of trying on new skin, began. Though the metaphor of the salmon is probably more apt. In breeding season, the males grow teeth then return to where they were born. Again and again, Roger went back to the “scene of the crime” for artistic sustenance: the death of his sister Seraphim. He died and was reborn a thousand times, growing new teeth, new faces, new films, books and works of art, in failed attempts to bring her back to life. I called him “the hero with a thousand faces” and he liked that; a writer wound up using that as the title of a magazine profile and even gave me attribution.


SUZE BERKOWITZ Seraphim came a year after Roger did. It was a great shock to Mrs. Orr because the doctors said she’d never be able to conceive. . . . Sera and Roger were inseparable. He was her total protector. He sang to her when she got fussy, and she went right to sleep. No one else could do that. These . . . beautiful lullabies. One of them made its way to that record he did in the Nineties, Roger Orr Sings Himself to Sleep. It’s called “Safe Unsound.” I sang that to Ali when she was a baby—and can remember him singing it to Sera.


When she died [at nine years old], he went dark.


CALLIOPE LEVY-LEVY Please do not leave out that he gave me permission to speak after his death! You must or I’ll take you to court.


SUZE BERKOWITZ Elvis had a twin who died in the womb, and they say it haunted him forever. But to me, this was so much worse because Roar had her for nine years! Loving her, holding her, being her. He used to say he’d been given the dull, earthly name—Roger—and she, the celestial one. Like it was predestined. That was something he told himself, to deal with the pain. That her time here was meant to be short. That she belonged—was needed—elsewhere.


STEVEN SODERBERGH (director) Everything he did was about saving his sister—the “twin soul” who died when he was nine. He told me they had a secret language that was “close to Glaswegian dialect.”


I don’t even think he was kidding.


LAUGHLIN ORR He told Steven about that? God, I haven’t thought about that in a long time. There was no way to decode it; it was like a talking Enigma machine. I thought it was gibberish for the longest time. One day I hid in a closet and listened. I must have been there for half an hour. I’m telling you, Bruce, it was too real to be made up. The give-and-take, the pauses, the outbursts of laughter, the serious moments—all the hallmarks of human conversation. Could it have been just an extended, brilliant improvisation? I mean, for their own surreal amusement? Maybe. Anything’s possible. But I was convinced.


SUZE BERKOWITZ They wore each other’s clothes. But I don’t think they ever fooled around. I don’t think it ever got sexual—though I wouldn’t have been surprised because it was a completely incestuous relationship. Maybe “symbiotic” is more appropriate; when one inhaled, the other exhaled. They had the same skin. The same body.


DOLLY PARTON My husband loved him. And Carl doesn’t just love anybody. . . . Do you know why Roar became a doctor? It wasn’t just that friend that he wanted to save—the one who got hurt in the war. A few years after we met, Roar told me if he’d been a doctor he could have saved “my angel Seraphim.” I told him, “Darling, angels don’t need saving. We do.” He said, “You’re right. I guess angels just wing it.”


JOHN LAHR16 There’s an untitled short story he wrote when quite young—it’s now at the Roger Orr Archives of the Prescott Scott Library in Oklahoma—about a boy who time-travels to save his sister, struck dead by lightning. Seraphim died of Batten disease, but the metaphor was spot-on; her death hit him like a lightning bolt. The result of Batten disease is juvenile dementia, and for years Roger worried it would happen to him. Over time, it became a phobia. As a boy, he expressed those morbid concerns to his adoptive parents and the event of his sister’s death would have been a good time for them to tell him the truth—that he had nothing to fear because he and Seraphim didn’t share the same DNA. Obviously, the conversation would have been more than that but the door would have opened.


They chose to keep it shut.


In his early forties, when Roar learned about his parentage, it stung two-fold—not just their deception but the needless, untold suffering he endured for decades, a suffering that would have been alleviated by the truth . . . and yet, the terror of early-onset dementia remained at the core of his breakdowns, even after realizing there was no basis for it.


JULIANNE MOORE I saw him at the Globes when I won for Still Alice. He just . . . descended on me with that vulpine smile. Isn’t that the word? Like a wolf. It always blinded because of the vast intellect behind it. Always threw me for a loop. I said something autopilot-stupid, which isn’t like me. Something like, “Didja like it?” I don’t think I’ll ever say anything that dumb again in my life, I couldn’t even try to outdo that one. He had a blank look and was trying to connect the dots—you know, as if what I’d asked had been in some weird language he was struggling to translate. Finally, he said, “Oh no, I won’t see that, I’ll never see that.” Smiling away and kinda crazy-looking. I cringed because of course he wouldn’t see a movie about a gal getting dementia in her fifties. That was one of his primal fears! Which I knew but had totally forgotten.


DOLLY PARTON We had some things in common that brought us closer. I’m from the Smoky Mountains, and Roar was born in Nashville. Daddy was a sharecropper on a little tobacco farm and Roar’s adopted daddy was the Tobacco King! Oh, we laughed about that.


The biggest bond was losing our baby sisters. Rhoda Lee passed when I was eight and Roar was ten when he lost Seraphim. Mama put “Angel” on Rhoda’s stone. So there you are: Angel and Seraphim. . . . One day he asked how I coped. I said, “Well, I made up my mind to cry later and I ain’t cried yet. I’ll do it when I see her.” He liked that—liked it so much he wrote a song [“Cry Later”] that won the Oscar! He thanked me in his speech. After, at the Governor’s Ball, I said, “Speeches are one thing—royalties another!” I was just havin’ fun. Anyway, he returned the favor when he helped me out on “I Will Always Love You.” He didn’t get a royalty either, so we were even-steven. [laughs]
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